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Developmentally Appropriate Programming

Young children growing up in the United States today watch an average
of four hours of television a day or 28 hours a week (Tuchscherer, 1988). Inlow
income homes they spend an estimated 50 percent mare time watching
(Miedzian, 1991). These figures do not take into account the time children spend
using VCR's (which are now owned by at least two-thirds of US househdlds) or
playing video games like Nintenda Many young children spend far more time
watching the TV sareen than they spend in schodl, engaged in play, or interacting
with other children and adults.

What are children seeing and what lessans are they learning during all
»Sinco_1Q8Asban the Kodoral.

LJoer cnant.alund to _the coear?

L

Cormmunications — Commission fully deregulated children's television,
programming far children has been largely determined by the toy industry. That
is because with deregulation the "program-length commercial” came into being --
shows and toys developed and marketed together far the purpose of selling toys.
Prior to 1984, such a media-toy link-up was not allowed by the FCC The
resulting programs have met with much criticism for both their vident, sex-
stereatyped content and the degree to which they exploit children to make
profits by getting them to want to buy the toys connected with the shows
(Carisson-Paige and Levin, 1990; National Association for the Education of
Young Children, 1991).

After six years of testimony and debate about the harmful effeds of
deregulation on children, Congress finally passed the Children's Television Act
of 1990. While providing a watered-down version of the regulations that existed
prior to 1984, the new Act does require TV stations - as a condition of license
renewal -- to serve the *educational and informational needs of children through
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both their overall programmirg and programming spedfically designed to meet
these needs "1

The Act does not specify what would constitute meeting “the educational
and information needs of children,” so into this vacuum the television industry
introduced a new claim /A% edsting crtan shws wae in raYt abicticnal
However, prior to the 1990 law, the industry had repeatedly argued that TV
cartoon shows were NOT educational, but were designed to entertain (Maslin,
1992). In its recent license renewal application, one station reparted to the FCC
that in the "GL Joe" series, "the Joes fight against an evil that has the capabilities

of mass destruction of sodety. Issues of sodal consciousness and responsihility
are show themes" (Center far Media Education, 1992). The absurdity of the
argument that a war cartoon teaches children socdal consdousness and is

therefore educational is obvious and, along with the flip-flap nature of industry
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There is an impressive and growing body of knowledge about what
constitutes developmentally appropriate and inappropriate education for young
children which has increasingly served to guide practice in early childhood
classrooms (for instance, see Bredekamp, 1990, Bredekamp & Rosegrant, 1992).
This body of knowledge can serve as the bhasis for establishing guidelines for
developmentally appropriate media. Such guidelines could be used to determine
how well the educational and infarmational needs of children are being served
by the television industry and could be extended to all forms of media and media

related products designed for children.

ESTABLISHING A DEVELOPMENTAL FRAMEWORK,

Children have several central developmental needs in the early years and
their healthy development depends on the opportunities they have to wark on
them. By definition, developmentally appropriate practice in any damain,
induding children's television, would support and promote children's healthy,
optimal development if it were helping them work on meeting these needs.

Trust and Safety.

Developing a sense of trust -- a deep belief that the warld is a safe place
and that "I can count an being cared far and being kept safe” -- is necessary for
healthy development in the early years (Eriksan, 1950). Adults need to provide

an environment where children feel safe, with people who can be trusted to

respond in predictable and cansistent ways (Balaben, 1985). When children feel
safe they are able to learn; they can take risks, try out new adtions and ideas, and
explare their warld.  Young children who develop a sense of trust are more
likely to approach new experiences with a curiosity and openness.  Children

who learn to see the warld as dangerous and unpredictable are mare likely to

!
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approach new events and people with caution, putting mare energy into self-
protection than into exploring and discovering,

e What children need The kind of world presented to children via
television is important to their developing ideas about safety. Developmentally
appropriate television would present a world where people can be trusted,
where evil and danger are nat lurking in every corner.  Programs should show
children what they can do to feel safe and keep themselves safe and how to help
cthers do the same. Television could also help children confront and master the
common childhood fears and ‘monsters' they must tame in the early years. A
character like Oscar the Grouch, the Muppet puppet on “Sesame Street”, provides
children with a wonderful example of a character who acts out children's wish to
be naughty and grumpy but continues to remain safe and secure. “"The
Neighbarhood of Make-believe" on "Mr. Rogers Neighbarhood" presents
children with a fantasy puppet warld where people support and help each other
amidst all their conflicts and needs.

* What children sce on television. Many contemporary cartoon series
and other programs children watch present a warld filled with vidence and evil,
where "bad guys" constantly threaten the safety of "good guys”, usually with
some farm of vidlence In each episode, heroes and hercines must be on guard at
all times because vident, evil forces lurk and threaten happiness and security
(Hesse, 199@). Cabra threatens GI Joe, Shredder and the evil "foot soldiers” do
evil to the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and an endless stream of evil polluters
who are out to destroy the earth on the show Taxic Crusaders. In these shows,
the characters and settings may change but the underlying message of instahility
and threat is repeated over and over, giving children an impression of a warld
they cannct trust.

y !
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off from hame on his own in a fit of anger , then tames and befriends the scary

"wild things," also supports children's need to establish a sense of autonomy with

interdependence

» What children see on television. @ Many current cartoons and other
children's programs present separation and connection as pdar opposites;
characters are either separate OR connected. What is warse, separation is
commanly equated with vidlence and hurt toward others, and connedtion with
helplessness and victimization. To be separate usually means to be male, strong
and powerful, armed with weapaons, unfeeling and able to take care of oneself.
To be connected usually means to be female, weak, dependent, and constantly in
need of rescue

e Condusign, The messages children are getting about autonamy and
closeness fram mass media do not serve their developmental needs. Models that
harmful) idea about their relationships with cthers and do little to show them
how they can be BOTH independent and caring. Further, there is a dangerous

sodal message about autonamy conveyed in current children's media to be
autonomous means to be vidlent and to hurt others.
Empowerment and Efficacy,

To became active participants in their  environment and contributing
members of society, children need to develop a sense of empowerment -- a belief
that they have the ahility to affect their world (White, 1959). It is through
experiencing empowerment that children develop feelings of inner strength and
a belief in themselves as competent and capable people who do nat need tofight
and use vialence to get their needs met. To develop a sense of empowerment
children have to learn exactly what to do -- what actions, skills, wards will have
wHat kinds of effects in different situations.



Deveiopmentally Appropriate Programming

+ What children need Television should help children feel that they can

make a positive difference in the world and even that it is important and
valuable to try to do this. It also should provide children with many
opportunities to learn about the wide-range of things people can actually do to
bring about positive change. Characters like Dorathy in the Wizard of Oz and
Max in Where the Wild Things Are are both capable of acting boldly to effect
change, Dorcthy talks back to the Wizard and Max tames "the Wild Things”
Both provide deeply meaningful models of empowerment far children as they
act bravely in threatening situations.

o What children see on television @ On many children's cartoons
empowerment is equated with using vidlence The sole way tofeel powerful and
have an effect is to fight, use weapons and win (Carlsson-Paige & Levin, 1992).
Rarely are children shown the true effeds of vident adions; they do not see
suffering or death. Alternative ways to feel empowered are rarely presented, nor
is the idea that it is important to find nonvident ways of having an effect.
Further, because the fighting is never over on cartoons no matter what the
characters do ("good guys” face a new threat an each episode), these shows may
undermine children's overall sense of empowerment.

¢ Condusign, Mucdh of current children's television does not serve their
heaithy development. Not only does it fail to provide content that could help
children develop a sense of empowerment, it also contributes to a sense of
disempowerment. It provides few characters that can serve as maodes
empowered to achieve positive effects on the warld in nonvident ways and it

undermines children's sense that people can make a difference in the warld

m’thaﬂ'ﬁghﬁng.
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spend alat of time caring about how they look. They are weak and helpless and
often need to be rescued by males. (Carlsson-Paige & Levin, 1990).

e Conduysion, Television gives children a restricted picture of what it
means to be a boy or girl, exaggerating a tendency for sterectyping naturally
occurring in young children. Healthy development is undermined as children's
ideas of who and what they can became narrows. At the same time, the gulf in

understanding between the sexes widens for children as television accentuates

the differences. 7
Apgreciation of Diversity Amang Pecple.

Young children are in the process of learning about who they are as
individuals and as members of a broader society, about how they are alike and
different from other people, and about how people of diverse backgrounds and
experience treat each other. (Derman-Sparks et al,, 1989).

* What children need Television, as a window into the world beyond
children's immediate experience, has the potential to expose children to diverse
people and to model ways diverse people can respect and learn from each ather.
The Tin Woodsman, Lion and Scarecrow scare Dorathy at first because they are
different fram her and have “spedial needs.” But they quickly learn to trust and
care for each other in respectful ways that mutually benefit them all. The diverse
ethnic and radal backgrounds of the actors and actresses who live and wark
together on Sesame Street provide children with a maodel of  diversity enriching
a community.

* What children see on television Many children's television programs
promate suspidon, intderance, and even vidence against those who are
different. Radal and ethnic stereotypes are comman.  Often, "bad guys" have
characteristics that are different from the "good guys" who represent mainstream
white US society. "Bad guys" are often fram fareign countries and speak with
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foreign-sounding accents. Many are dehumanized all together -- with computer-
simulated voices, masks that disguise their faces, and maimed or robat-like
bodies. Good characters fight violently against the bad; they can hurt and easily
hate these characters whose humanity is rarely shown

e Condusion, Much o the television young children see today impedes
their ability to develop an appreciation and respect for differences among people
(Carlsson-Paige & Levin, 1990; Hesse, 1989). Suspicion and hatred of differences
and violence against it is fostered. There are few opportunities for children to see
how differences among people can be warked out in non-vident ways for the
benefit of all; few models are presented which show how differences among
people can enhance human experience or broaden harizons.

Sense of Morality and Sadial Responsibility,

Young children are developing ideas about marality and justice and about
how pecople should treat each other (Gilligan, 1982; Kohlberg, 1968; Piaget, 1948).
They do this, in part, by seeing others' reactions to the things that they do In
their efforts to please those they care about, they try tofigure out what is seen by
athers as good, and what is seen as bad. Along with this, they are also trying to
learn to contrdl their aggressive impulses when they are frusirated or upset as
they gradually learn “to use wards" and cther sodially acceptable way's to express
negative feelings. Young children's thinking leads them to divide things up into

categories -- either all good or all bad, all right or all wrong -- and they donot

always get the underlying causal logic for why people respond to each other as
they da

«_What children need Television should provide children with many
oppartunities to learn about being responsible and maral members of a
community -- seeing people treat each other with kindness and respect, helping
ahe another, and warking out problems without resarting to violence. It should

10
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help children get beyand the simple view of things as all good or all bad, to a
more camplex understanding of right and wrong -- for instance showing
children situations where characters face moral dilemmas and have to figure out
the "right" thing to da It should help them learn to decenter and gradually to
coordinate different paints of view (Selman, 1980). In the final scene of The
Wizard of Oz, Dorothy expresses a moral conflict as she realizes that the
satisfaction of her desire to go home means that she has to leave behind those she
loves in the Land of Oz

» What children see an television. Most commerdal television programs
for children present unidimensional characters that are either “all good" OR "all
bad" who lack the complexity of real human character. Questions of social
responsibility and marality are not considered as good charaders attack and
maim bad ones. Common maral lessans to children are that might equals right,
bad people deserve to be hurt and there is always a single, vident sautian to
every problem

o Condusign, Commercial television undermines the development of
morality and sodal responsihility in young children. It teaches that vidence is
justified and even a glamarous way to resolve conflict. It contributes to
simplistic maral thinking and does nat help children develop todls far solving
maral dilemmas. Furthermore, it provides few pcsitive models of how people
can treat each other and places little value on people treating each other with
respect and humanity.

Qppartunitics for Mesningful Play.

Play is basic to the healthy development and learning of children (Piaget,
1962). 1t is a primary vehicle through which they construct ideas about the warld
and came to understand their own experience. Through the process of play
cHildren can master experiences that may have been scary or difficult far them

1
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they can learn to think creatively, take risks, and learn to salve problems. But in
order far all this to occur, the right conditions for play must exist. Children need
to be in charge of their own play -- they need time, space, and props that
encourage them to transform their past experiences creatively through the play
process.

* What children need Children need to have rich and meaningful life
experiences which they can use as the content for their play; experiences which in
same way connect to the deep developmental needs they have. While television
can never substitute far children's direct experiences interadting with the world,
it could provide them with the kind of content they need for their play -- stories
that are meaningful to them, that they can take and rearder with their own past
experience, developmental needs, and imagination.

* What dhildren see an television. Much children's television
programming consists of material that reflects the imagination of adults but is far
removed from children's understanding and experience. Teenage Mutant Ninja
Turtles, for example, human-sized turtles who were mutated by radiation and
live in a dty sewer and fight rodents, are difficult characters for children to
incorporate into their play in broad, meaningful ways. When stories such as
these -- removed fram children's experience and understanding -- become the
basis of children's play, the play scenarics are usually superficial and imitative
because children have difficulty transfarming these stories into their own
elaborated play episodes. Single-purpose toys marketed along with these shows
further this tendency toward imitation. The highly realistic toys focus children's
attention on a singje action (often a vident one). Children lose contral over their
play when they can no longer use props that they can shape and define
accarding to their own evolving purposes and needs.

Yy

12



Developmentally Appropriate Programming

e Condusian. Children's television does not help children meet their
developmental needs through play. Not only does television cut deeply into
play time, it also provides a very narrow range of content for children to use in
play. This narrow content is then reinforced by realistic, single-purpose toys that
further undermine genuine play. Children end up imitating what they have seen
rather than developing their own rich, unique interpretations. As a result, play is
less likely to provide children with resolution of their needs and the deep,
meaningful understandings that they need in order to develop optimally
(Carlsson-Paige and Levin, 1987, 1990 & 1991).

Children's Nesds Bt
~DEVELOPMENTALLY APFROPRIATE MEDIA

A very disturbing picture emerges when children's early developmental
and educational needs are used as the criteria for assessing current television
programming. Ideally, children's media would provide meaningful program
content that helped them engage pasitively with the issues mast basic to their
healthy social, emational and intellectual development. Instead, we have found
that the issues most basic to children becoming produdive and socally
responsible members of society are being seriously undercut as current TV
practices trivialize and distart children's most basic concerns and needs and
undermine their very ability and effarts to resalve them

Even warse current programming diverts children fram warking on
these issues by channeling them into an unhealthy focus on vidence As
vidence has increasingly become the central arganizer of many children's
programs, it has became intertwined with the fundamental ideas children are
developing about gender, empowerment, autonamy and diversity. It is
dahgerous for children and society when children learn that independence and

13
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empowerment came through violence and hurting others,, that people sdve their
problems with vidence. We see the results of the years of focus on vidence by
the media as the children who first fell prey to deregulated children's television
in 1984 are entering middle and high school amidst an alarming increase in
serious violence

The fact that current television programming is seriously threatening
children's play only serves to increase the negative effects of television on
children's development. The content of many of the most popular children's
shows does not offer appropriate or meaningful content far them to use to create
rich, meaningful play scenarics. Even mare destructive to healthy development
are the highly realistic, single-purpcse toys which are linked to TV programs.
They channel children into imitating what they have seen on TV(mast commonly
vidence) and prevent them from warking through their own ideas creatively and
constructively through play in which they have contral. In losing contrd of their
play, children are losing a vital source far making sense of experience, for
learning and for gaining the ongaing sense of equilibrium they need far healthy
development.

As the Federal Communications Commission sets the standards for what
constitutes meeting the educational and informational requirements of the new
Children's Television Act of 1990, it has a responsihility to children, parents and
ultimately, to all of society to set the standards based on what we now know
about how to suppart  children's healthy development and learning In
implementing the act, the FCC must provide both guidelines about what is
developmentally appropriate program content far children, as well as ban the
link-up of children's programs with whadle lines of toys (a practice which was not
allowed priar to deregulation in 1984). Without strong regulations by the FCC

14
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which protect children from the marketing practices that are undermining their
healthy development and learning, the situation is unlikely to change.

The early childhood profession and others who have the best interests of
children as their primary goal must begin to play a central rale in helping the
Federal Communications Cammission define what constitutes TV programming
that "serves the educational and informational needs" of young children
Current knowledge about how to appropriately meet children's developmental
needs can provide a powerful lens for determining what does and does not
constitute developmentally appropriate media for children. Knowledge used
this way can:

¢ help the FCC make infarmed dedsians about what does and does NOT

constitute meeting the educational and infarmational needs of children

as they assess the degree to which TV stations are complying with the

Children's Television Act of 1990;

¢ assist the FCC and pdlicy makers in determining the kinds of additional

laws and pdlides that are required for broadcasting practices that suppart

children and for eliminating practices that do harm to children.

¢ guide children’s TV programmers and producers in their effarts to

design children's programming which supports children's healthy

development and learning;

¢ help parents and educatars make informed judgments about what

media children should and should nat .. watch, and about how to help
children use the media they do see in ways that can best support

development

13
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ADEVELOPMENTAL FRAMEWORK FOR ASSESSING TELEVISION

Developmental lssue What children see on TV What children should see on TV

To establish a sense of The world is dangerous,

Aworld where: people can be
trust enemies are everywhere, trusted and help each other,
and safety weapans are needed to feel where safety and
safe predictability can be achieved,
fears can be overcome.
To develap a sense of Autonomy equated with Awiderange of models of
autonomy with fighting & weapons. Con- independence within mean-
tecines nectedness equated with help- ingful relationships & of
canm lessness, weakness & altruism | autonomous people helping
each other.
To develop a sense of Physical strength & viclence | Provide many examples of
erment & effi- equals power & efficacy. people having a positive effect
in the warld Range of ways to have an on their world without
cacyinthew impact NOT shown, bad guys vidlence
always return.
Exaggerated gender differ- Complex characters with
To establish ences. Rigid divisions between

wide-ranging behaviors,
gender identity

interests & skills. Common-
alties between the sexes

the sexes. Boys arestrang,
violent & save thewarld Girls

are helpless, victimized &

overlap in what both can da
irrelevant to world events.
Todevelop an Radal & ethnic sterectyping. Expose children to diverse
m ation of Dehumanized enemies often es, with varied talents,
di ity of calor with foreign accents skifls and needs, who treat
o non-human characteristics. | each ather with respect, wark
among people Diversity is dangerous. aut problems nonvidently
Vidence against those who | and enrich each others' lives.
are different is justified .
To construct the One dimensional characters | Complex chatacters who act rJ-
foundations of whoare all good arbad Vio- |  sponsibly & marally towards
morality & sodal lence is the salution to inter- others- showing kindness &
perscnal problems. Winningis| respect, working out moral
responsibility the only acceptahle outcome. | problems, taking other peopled
Bad guys deserve to behurt. paints of view.
Program content from far re- | Meaningful content tousein
To have nities moved fram children's exper- | play which resonating deeply
for meaningf | play ience or level of understand-

ing Program-linkec toys pro-
mating imitative, not creative

play.

Shows nat linked to realistic

with developmental needs.

toys so childrencan create

16
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